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conventions. The modern western alphabet of twenty-six letters has
survived for some 3,000 years with little change among a great variety
of languages.
OUR   EGYPTIAN   OR   MINOAN   ALPHABET
Theories about the origins of the alphabet are various. Perhaps most
philologists incline now to favour a Semitic source, largely on the
f round that the names of the letters, which have no meaning in Greek,
ave meaning in Hebrew and allied tongues.
The Moabite Stone (pth century B.C.) and a Baal-Lebanon inscription
in Cyprus contained until recently the earliest known Semitic script.
Francois Lenormant, the French archaeologist, considered its origin
Egyptian; so does Dr. Alan Gardiner, who found a missing link in the
already alphabetic Sinai tic inscriptions discovered in 1906 by Sir W.
Flinders Petrie, the greatest British Egyptologist.
Some think the alphabetic origins lie in Babylonian cuneiform;
others, principally Sir Arthur Evans, the explorer of the buried cities of
Crete, think them Minoan (Cretan). Sir Arthur believes that the
Philistines took the alphabet from Crete to Palestine, whence the
Phoenicians borrowed it. The evidence of four more recently found
South Semitic alphabets, however, seems to favour an Egyptian
origin.
Sir W. Flinders Petrie has put forward a theory of the evolution of
the alphabet from a series of commercial signs in use in the
Mediterranean.
It appears probable that the Greeks borrowed from Aramaic sources
firstly the western or Chalcidic alphabet, from the south-east tip of
Asia Minor, together with Babylonian weights and .pins; then,
secondly, a variant alphabet, the Ionic or Eastern, the Ionian Greeks
borrowing this directly from Phoenician traders.
The Greeks used some of the twenty-two borrowed consonant letters
for vowels, and added several letters. The Indian alphabets, unlike
ours, are arranged according to sound: first the vowels, in logical order,
then the consonants.
ROMANCE IN A TO Z
<TpHE earliest Greek inscriptions date from the gth or 8th centuries
1 B.C., and were found in Thera Island. Some uniformity of alphabet
was attained by the Greeks by the 4th century B.C.
A is the purest and the oldest vowel, often converted into E and CE
in the early languages, while in Sanskrit it represents twenty-seven per
cent of the total number of sounds. It is consistent throughout die
Greek alphabets.
B comes from the Phoenician beta* meaning " house." Some haw
derived it from the hieroglyphic sign for ladder, others from that for
a crane.